Background {#Sec1}
==========

In 2012, 3.3 million children were living with Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) worldwide, with more than 90 % in sub-Saharan Africa \[[@CR1]\]. Regardless of HIV, sub-Saharan Africa is also the region of the world the most seriously affected by malnutrition, 21 % of children under 5 years are underweight, 39 % are stunted, and 9 % are wasted \[[@CR2]\]. Malnutrition is the underlying cause of death among 35 % of children aged \<5 years \[[@CR3]\], and could lead to irreversible damages such as cognitive impairment, chronic diseases and growth failure \[[@CR4]\].

Therefore, malnutrition is a major problem for children and especially for HIV-infected children since it creates a vicious circle with HIV infection. Indeed, on the one hand, malnutrition worsens HIV disease as it has similar effects on the immune system as HIV infection. For example, among malnourished people, lymphoid tissues are damaged, and CD4 T-cell concentration **is** decreased \[[@CR5]\]. Deficiencies in vitamins and minerals contribute to oxidative stress, which can accelerate immune cell death \[[@CR6]\] and increase HIV replication \[[@CR7]\]. On the other hand, HIV infection increases the risk of malnutrition, because of a high pro-inflammatory cytokine activity which can cause growth impairment among children \[[@CR8]\]. HIV-related opportunistic infections such as persistent diarrhoea or oral and oesophageal candidiasis have a negative impact on nutritional status among children \[[@CR9]\]. HIV infection can also indirectly affect the child's nutritional status, when it has an impact on the child's social environment. In some contexts, when HIV concerns the most productive members of the family, the household economic capacities and the agricultural production are reduced, leading to a situation of food insecurity \[[@CR10]\]. Furthermore, poor weaning practices among HIV-infected mothers can also have an impact on the child's nutritional status \[[@CR11]\].

Thus, malnutrition is a common complication among HIV-infected children. Low weight-for-age has been reported in up to 50 % of untreated HIV-infected children in resource-limited settings \[[@CR12]\]. Among children with severe malnutrition, mortality risk is three times higher in HIV-infected children than in non-HIV-infected children \[[@CR13]\]. Thus, nutritional care is fully part of the paediatric HIV healthcare package. The World Health Organisation recommends that an asymptomatic HIV-infected child should increase his energy requirements by 10 %, compared to a non-infected child; this is extended to 20 to 30 % during symptomatic HIV infection or episodes of opportunistic infections, and up to 50 to 100 % when a severe malnutrition episode occurs \[[@CR14]\]. However, the burden of malnutrition remains difficult to quantify in HIV-infected people, most of all in children. A better understanding of this problem and its associated factors is necessary to improve HIV paediatric healthcare, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. Thus, we conducted a cross-sectional study, to assess the prevalence and associated factors of acute and chronic malnutrition among HIV-infected children followed up in the HIV-care programmes in Central and West Africa funded by the Growing Up programme.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study population {#Sec3}
----------------

The Growing Up programme is supported by two French NGOs: Sidaction and Initiative Développement, and supports 17 associations in 10 Central and West-African countries, taking care of HIV-infected children and their families through a comprehensive approach. Twelve of the associations participated in the study, in seven African countries: Benin, Burundi, Cameroon, Côte d'Ivoire, Mali, Chad and Togo. Nine of these associations are located in capital cities and three in other major cities, mainly in urban or peri-urban areas. After HIV diagnosis, children received medical treatment (Cotrimoxazole prophylaxis, treatment of acute opportunistic infections, antiretroviral therapy \[ART\] if eligible according to the 2010 WHO guidelines \[[@CR15]\], and nutritional support). Children were followed-up at least every 2 months.

Nutritional support was usually provided to severely malnourished children identified according to the sites modalities, usually composed of, either an enriched flour or flour-sugar-oil mixture, or ready-to-use therapeutic foods such as Plumpy nut. For every centre, nutritional support was mainly used for children under two years of age to assist the weaning period. No specific nutritional protocol was defined for older children. The nutritional assessment was not yet routinely implemented at the time of the survey.

Data from each centre were collected and entered into a database with the formal approval of each participating clinical site. There were neither extra exams nor blood draws, nor extra data collection compared to the standard of care offered in each site. This study has been conducted in accordance with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki of the World Medical Association. Parent's verbal consent was collected during the conduct of the study, and all data records analysed in the database were anonymized.

Study design {#Sec4}
------------

A cross-sectional study was conducted between September and December 2011 among all HIV-infected children enrolled in 12 of the *Growing Up Programme* partnering associations. Children included in the study were those with a confirmed HIV-infection (a positive serology for children older than 18 months, or a positive polymerase chain reaction \[PCR\] whatever the age), aged between 2 and 19 years old, ART-treated or not, with available data for gender, age, weight and height and HIV care at the time of the survey, and who had been seen at least once in the programme during the study period.

Data management and variables {#Sec5}
-----------------------------

Data collection was standardised for each participating site, with a fact sheet. Data were collected during the follow-up routine visits and extracted from the medical records to be further centralised in a global database. Several types of data were collected: weight and height, measured during the survey visit according to the WHO recommendations \[[@CR14]\], age during the survey expressed in categorical form (\[2--5\[, \[5--10\[, and \[10--19\[ years), the last CD4 count in cells/μL or in % less than 6 months before the study, clinical stage defined by the 2006 WHO guidelines \[[@CR16]\], orphan status, information on HIV treatment, type of ART regimen and its duration (more or less than 6 months) and cotrimoxazole prophylaxis, and the type of the nutritional support (flour, powdered milk, solid or semi-solid foods, or Ready-to-Use Therapeutic Food \[RUTF\]) received during the study period and during the last six months prior to the study period. If a child had received at least one nutritional support before the study, we hypothesised that he had suffered from malnutrition and created a variable "malnutrition history". CD4 was used in percentage for children \< 5 years and in cells/μL for children ≥ 5 years and we defined immunodeficiency for age according to the 2006 WHO definitions \[[@CR16]\]. Severe immunodeficiency was defined by CD4% \< 15 or CD4/μL \< 350, and moderate immunodeficiency by CD4% = \[15--25\[, or CD4/μL = \[350--499\[.

To define malnutrition, several anthropometric indicators are used according to WHO definitions: Height-for-Age, for children up to 19 years, Weight-for-Height for children \< 5 years and BMI-for-Age for children ≥ 5 years, and Weight-for-age, for children \< 10 years. These indicators are standardised using Z-scores, which quantify how many Standard Deviations (SDs) child's weight and height is from the median value of a child of the same age and sex, in a reference population. For this analysis, we used the 2006 WHO growth charts for children \<5 \[[@CR17]\], and the 2007 WHO growth charts for children ≥ 5 \[[@CR18]\]. Each indicator allows to define three types of malnutrition: wasting when Weight-for-Height Z-score (WHZ) or BMI-for-Age Z-score (BAZ) \< -2 SD, stunting when Height-for-Age Z-score (HAZ) \< -2 SD, and underweight when Weight-for-Age Z-score (WAZ) \< -2 SD. A child is defined as moderately malnourished if the Z-score is between -3 and -2 SD, and severely malnourished if the Z-score \< -3 SD. Z-scores were calculated using WHO Anthro Software (version 3.2.2, January 2011) and WHO AnthroPlus.

In this study, we combined these indicators to define three categories of malnutrition: (1) acute malnutrition defined by WHZ or BAZ \< -2 SD and HAZ ≥ -2 SD; (2) chronic malnutrition defined by WHZ/BAZ ≥ -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD, and (3) mixed malnutrition as WHZ/BAZ \< -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD. WAZ was not used here.

Statistical analysis {#Sec6}
--------------------

Characteristics of the HIV-infected children included were first described by age group, then by the type of malnutrition (acute, chronic, and mixed malnutrition).

Comparisons were made using the Pearson χ2 test for qualitative variables and the Kruskal-Wallis test for quantitative variables. Prevalences of malnutrition according to the three anthropometric indicators were calculated with their 95 % confidence interval. A multinomial regression model was fitted to study the associated factors to the three types of malnutrition. All explanatory variables with P \< 0.25 in bivariate analyses were selected for multivariate analyses. Potential explanatory variables included age group, gender, immunodeficiency for age, history and duration on ART, malnutrition history, orphan status, cotrimoxazole prophylaxis and country. Missing data were conserved in the analysis, creating a separate modality. Because WHO clinical stage is determined by severe clinical manifestations including malnutrition status \[[@CR16]\], we chose to exclude this variable from multivariate analyses.

Results {#Sec7}
=======

Characteristics of the population {#Sec8}
---------------------------------

Between September and December 2011, 2027 children were seen in the 12 participating centres of the *Growing up Programme*, representing more than 90 % of the active files. Among them, 1407 (69 %) had a confirmed diagnosis of HIV-infection. Of these children, 22 % were excluded for age criteria and 35 % for missing data. Finally, 1350 HIV-infected children were included in our study (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Their median age was 10 years (interquartile range \[IQR\] = \[[@CR7]--[@CR13]\]), 49 % were girls, 60 % were orphans for one or both parents, 77 % were on cotrimoxazole prophylaxis and 80 % were on ART for a median duration of 36 months (IQR = \[18--61\]). Of these children, 22 % had reached WHO clinical stage III or IV of HIV disease and 17 % were severely immunodeficient. Among the 237 children not on ART at the time of the study, 13 % were eligible (stage 3 or 4, or severely immunodeficient). More than 55 % of the included children did not receive any nutritional support at the time of the study or in the past 6 months (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). Among the 45 % of children receiving nutritional support at inclusion, less than 2 % had received RUTF; and solid or semi-solid foods were the most frequently used (\>80 %).Fig. 1Selection of the population and prevalence of acute, chronic and mixed malnutrition (95 % Confidence Interval \[CI\])Table 1Characteristics of the 1350 HIV-infected children of the study population according to age groupsVariablesAge group in years*P*-value\*Total (*n* = 1350)\[2--5\]\[5--10\]\[10--19\](*n* = 161)(*n* = 505)(*n* = 684)Gender, n, %0.839 Female7848254503334966549 Male8352251503515168551CD4%, median, IQR^†^3124--37\-\-\-\--3124--37CD4/mm3, median, IQR^‡^\--788505--1162556362--797\<0.001642412--952Immunodeficiency by age^§^ , n, %\<0.001 No immunodeficient5735363723825680259 Moderate15952101291919615 Severe6465131522222317 Missing835225521312910WHO Clinical stage^§^, n, %0.002 I7044223443805667350 II4830137271572334225 III25168918981421216 IV1610408345907 Missing21163152332Nutritional support within 6 months prior to the study^\|\|^, n, %\<0.001 None5937246493995870452 1 support5434152301442135026 2 supports1593475181007 3--4 supports31196513821217813 Missing218281181Nutritional support during the study^\|\|^, n, %\<0.001 None6842261524186174755 1 support5534161321572337328 2 supports18115311721114311 3 supports1711255315735 Missing325161141Treatment, n, %\<0.001 No treatment43133142312 Cotrimoxazole only402510721731122016 ART only2516107211311926320 Cotrimoxazole + ART9056271544596782061 Missing217171161Orphans status, n, %\<0.001 Single (father deceased)3220110221362027821 Single (mother deceased)12871141301921316 Double2162122483631223 No orphan11571255511582352839 Missing0071122191Country, n, %\<0.001 Benin53255183484 Burundi159108213334945634 Cameroun74245254564 Côte d'Ivoire4327100201041524718 Mali4025791654817313 Tchad271750104361209 Togo2415119241071625019\***Chi**-square test for qualitative variables, Kruskal-Wallis test for quantitative variables^†^children \< 5 years, n' = 78, ^‡^children ≥5 years, n' = 480 for 5--10 years, n' = 663 for 10--19 years, ^§^WHO 2006 guidelines, ^\|\|^Number of different nutritional support given (flour, powdered milk, solid or semi-solid foods, RUTF)

Except for gender, all children characteristics differed significantly according to age groups (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). More than half of the children between 2 and 5 years had missing CD4 data. The 2--5 and 5--10 years groups were at a more advanced clinical stage of HIV disease than the 10--19 years group (25 % vs 19 % at clinical stage III or IV, p = 0.002). Compared with the 5--10 and 10--19 years group**s**, the 2--5 years group had received more important nutritional support prior to the study (19 % vs 12--13 % with at least 3 supports, p \< 0.001) and also during the study (11 % vs 5 % with 3 supports, p \< 0.001). The youngest children were also less often orphans compared with older children (71 % of 2--5 years no orphans vs 51 % of 5--10 years vs 23 % of 10--19 years, p \< 0.001) (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}).

Prevalence of malnutrition {#Sec9}
--------------------------

In the overall study population, 42 % of children were malnourished with 123 children (9 %, 95% CI = \[[@CR6]--[@CR12]\]) suffering from acute malnutrition, 344 (26 %, 95% CI = \[[@CR23]--[@CR28]\]) from chronic malnutrition, and 100 (7 %, 95% CI = \[[@CR5]--[@CR10]\]) from mixed malnutrition (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). In other words, 16 % of children were wasted and 33 % were stunted with, in both cases, 36 % of them severely malnourished.

The prevalence of malnutrition differed significantly by age. Among children aged 2--5 years, half were malnourished, and we observed the highest rate of chronic malnutrition among this age group reaching 37 % (compared to 24 % in both 5--10 and 10--19 year old groups). Children aged 5--10 years were malnourished in 36 % of cases, and children aged 10 to 19 years in 44 % (Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}).Table 2Prevalence of malnutrition among the 1350 HIV-infected children of the study population according to age groupsMalnutrition degree^†^, n, %, (IC95%)Age group in years (*p*-value \<0.001\*)\[2--5\]\[5--10\]\[10--19\]Total(*n* = 161)(*n* = 505)(*n* = 684)(*n* = 1350)Acute malnutrition106(0;14)449(4;13)6910(6;14)1239(6;12)Chronic malnutrition5937(30;43)12224(20;28)16324(20;27)34426(23;28)Mixed malnutrition138(0;13)173(0;8)7010(7;14)1007(5;10)\*Chi-square test for the comparison of malnutrition prevalence according to age groups^†^acute malnutrition : Weight-for-Age Z-score (WHZ)/BMI-for-age Z-score (BAZ) \< -2 SD and Height-for-Age Z-score (HAZ) ≥ -2 SD, chronic malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ ≥ -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD, mixed malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ and HAZ \< -2 SD

Among the non-malnourished children, 45 % received at least one nutritional support before or during the study. Among the malnourished children at the time of the survey, whatever the type of malnutrition, 53 % received at least one nutritional support before or during the study. This nutritional support was more frequent for children between 2 and 5 years of age with no malnutrition, acute or chronic malnutrition, compared with older children (p \< 0.001, p = 0.001 and p = 0.005 respectively). Children with mixed malnutrition and aged between 5 and 10 had more frequently a nutritional support compared with the other age groups (p = 0.025). Also, among children who had a nutritional support, most of them were supported both before and during the study, whatever the malnutrition degree (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}).Table 3Nutritional supplementation practices according to the type of malnutrition and age groups. *N* = 1350Children on nutritional support according to malnutrition degree\*, n, %,Age group in yearsTotal*P*-value^†^\[2--5\]\[5--10\]\[10--19\](*n* = 161)(*n* = 505)(*n* = 684)(*n* = 1350)No malnutrition*N* = 79*N* = 322*N* = 382*N* = 783 Nutritional support before the study only^‡^911144103334\<0.001 Nutritional support during the study only2310362182 Nutritional support before and during the study4253137431233230239 Total nutritional support5367161501393635345\<0.001Acute malnutrition*N* = 10*N* = 44*N* = 69*N* = 123 Nutritional support before the study only2203746970,123 Nutritional support during the study only00121122 Nutritional support before and during the study660163620294234 Total nutritional support8802045253653430.001Chronic malnutrition*N* = 59*N* = 122*N* = 163*N* = 344 Nutritional support before the study only3565741650.667 Nutritional support during the study only12110021 Nutritional support before and during the study33566452815017852 Total nutritional support376371588854196570.005Mixed malnutrition*N* = 13*N* = 17*N* = 70*N* = 100 Nutritional support before the study only181657770.310 Nutritional support during the study only215002344 Nutritional support before and during the study431105927394141 Total nutritional support7541165344952520.025\*acute malnutrition : Weight-for-Age Z-score (WHZ)/BMI-for-age Z-score (BAZ) \< -2 SD and Height-for-Age Z-score (HAZ) ≥ -2 SD, chronic malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ ≥ -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD, mixed malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ and HAZ \< -2 SD^†^Comparison of the nutritional support according to age groups and for each type of malnutrition, distinguishing time to support or not, **Chi**-square tests and Fisher tests if conditions of application not respected^‡^In the last 6 months before the study

Factors associated with acute malnutrition {#Sec10}
------------------------------------------

More than half of children suffering from acute malnutrition were aged \> 10 years; 63 % were boys, 37 % were known to be either moderately or severely immunodeficient and 27 % were reported to be at a WHO clinical stage III or IV, although unexplained moderate or severe malnutrition are criteria for classifying an HIV-infected child at these stages. Furthermore, 63 % of children presenting acute malnutrition didn't receive any nutritional support during the study. Moreover, 66 % were initiated on ART for more than 6 months and 20 % were not yet receiving ART (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}).Table 4Baseline characteristics of the study population according to the type of malnutrition. *N* = 1350VariablesAcute malnutrition\*Chronic malnutritionMixed malnutritionStudy population(*N* = 123)(*N* = 344)(*N* = 100)(*N* = 1350)N%N%N%N%Age group in years \[2--5\]1085917131316112 \[5--10\]443612235171750537 \[10--19\]695616347707068451Gender Female453715545333366549 Male786318955676768551Immunodeficiency for age^‡^ No immunodeficient705719557454580259 Moderate13114613141419615 Severe33275717313122317 Missing764613101012910WHO clinical stage^‡^ I504113940434367350 II342810129232334225 III16137321242421216 IV171424788907 Missing657222332Nutritional support within 6 months prior to the study^\|\|^ None695614843515170452 1 support211710029191935026 2 supports1210298991007 3--4 supports18156519202017813 Missing322111181Nutritional support during the study^\|\|^ None776316147545474755 1 support211711433222237328 2 supports17143611121214311 3 supports653091111735 Missing223111141Duration of ART \<6 Months1193091212947 ≥6 Months816624571717197973 No yet started25206318121223718 Unknown656255403Cotrimoxazole prophylaxis Yes10182271797474104077 No21176920262629422 Unknown114100161Orphan status Single (father deceased)17146720232327821 Single (mother deceased)21176218191921316 Double orphan33277020262631223 No orphan514214141292952839 Missing114133191Country Benin5417533484 Burundi342810430303045634 Cameroun0016500564 Côte d'Ivoire26216017292924718 Mali24204714191917313 Chad764112441209 Togo27225917151525019\*acute malnutrition : Weight-for-Age Z-score (WHZ)/BMI-for-age Z-score (BAZ) \< -2 SD and Height-for-Age Z-score (HAZ) ≥ -2 SD, chronic malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ ≥ -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD, mixed malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ and HAZ \< -2 SD^†^ **Chi**-square test, ^‡^WHO 2006 guidelines, ^\|\|^Number of different nutritional supports given (flour, powdered milk, solid or semi-solid foods, RUTF)

In univariate analysis, acute malnutrition was significantly twice as high in boys as in girls, and in children with severe immunodeficiency compared to those not (OR = 2.13, 95% CI = \[1.44--3.16\] and OR = 2.27, 95% CI = \[1.43--3.62\] respectively) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).Table 5Factors associated with malnutrition (acute, chronic and mixed), univariate and multivariate multinomial logistic regressions. *N* = 1350VariableAcute malnutrition\*Chronic malnutritionMixed malnutrition(*N* = 123)(*N* = 344)(*N* = 100)OR^†^95% CIaOR^†^95% CIOR^†^95% CIaOR95% CIOR^†^95% CIaOR95% CIAge group in years \[2--5\]1-1-1-1-1-1- \[5--10\]1.08(0.52--2.24)0.91(0.39--2.15)0.51(0.34--0.75)0.61(0.38--0.99)0.32(0.15--0.69)0.34(0.14--0.84) \[10--19\]1.43(0.70--2.89)1.57(0.66--3.78)0.57(0.39--0.84)0.78(0.47--1.29)1.11(0.59--2.11)1.32(0.56--3.09)Gender (Male/Female)2.13(1.44--3.16)2.27(1.52--3.41)1.50(1.16--1.94)1.56(1.20--2.03)2.50(1.61--3.88)2.60(1.64--4.10)Immunodeficiency by age^‡^ No immunodeficient1-1-1-1-1-1- Moderate0.75(0.40--1.39)1.19(0.47--3.02)0.94(0.65--1.38)0.89(0.60--1.31)1.24(0.66--2.34)0.99(0.51--1.91) Severe227(1.43--3.62)2.07(1.25--3.42)1.41(0.98--2.03)1.40(0.96--2.06)3.32(2.01--5.51)2.43(1.40--4.23) Missing0.75(0.33--1.69)0.61(0.23--1.63)1.76(1.17--2.65)1.32(0.78--2.23)1.66(0.80--3.44)1.19(0.47--3.02)Duration of ART ≥6 months1-1-1-1-1-1- 6 months1.93(0.95--3.90)1.80(0.84--3.89)1.74(1.06--2.85)1.58(0.93--2.67)2.40(1.21--4.78)2.54(1.17--5.55) No yet started1.31(0.81--2.13)1.70(1.01--2.84)1.09(0.78--1.53)1.11(0.78--1.58)0.72(0.38--1.36)1.11(0.56--2.18) Missing1.87(0.74--4.74)2.48(0.92--6.63)0.62(0.25--1.54)0.69(0.27--1.77)1.78(0.66--4.83)2.34(0.79--6.91)Malnutrition history (Yes/No)^§^0.95(0.64--1.39)1.23(0.75--2.04)1.73(1.34--2.23)1.99(1.43--2.77)1.23(0.81--1.87)1.67(0.96--2.89)Orphan status (Yes/No) \|\|0.91(0.62--1.34)0.84(0.55--1.29)0.93(0.72--1.20)1.03(0.77--1.37)1.58(1.00--2.49)1.39(0.83--2.32)Treatment Cotrimoxazole (/No) Yes1.44(0.88--2.37)\--1.18(0.86--1.61)\--0.85(0.53--1.37)\-- Missing0.77(0.10--6.27)\--0.94(0.29--3.05)\--\<0.001\-\--\*acute malnutrition : Weight-for-Age Z-score (WHZ)/BMI-for-age Z-score (BAZ) \< -2 SD and Height-for-Age Z-score (HAZ) ≥ -2 SD, chronic malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ ≥ -2 SD and HAZ \< -2 SD, mixed malnutrition: WHZ/BAZ and HAZ \< -2 SD^†^OR = Odds Ratio, aOR = adjusted Odds Ratio, analyses adjusted on clinical centres^‡^WHO 2006 guidelines^§^Nutritional support 6 months prior the study^\|\|^Orphan status including both double and single orphans

In the adjusted analysis for age group, sex, country, immunodeficiency, malnutrition history, duration on ART and orphan status, boys were twice more likely malnourished than girls (aOR = 2.27, 95% CI = \[1.52--3.41\]), as well severely immunodeficient children compared to non-immunodeficient children (aOR = 2.07, 95% CI = \[1.25--3.42\]), and non-ART-treated children compared with those on ART for more than 6 months (aOR = 1.70, 95% CI = \[1.01--2.84\]) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

Factors associated with chronic malnutrition {#Sec11}
--------------------------------------------

Among children suffering from chronic malnutrition, 47 % were aged \>10 years, 55 % were boys, 30 % were moderately or severely immunodeficient and 28 % were reported to be at and advanced clinical stage (III or IV). Among these children, 43 % hadn't received any nutritional support during the 6 months prior to the study, 9 % were recently initiated on ART and 18 % were not receiving ART (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}).

In univariate analysis, chronic malnutrition was significantly twice as low in children older than 5 years of age as in younger children (\[5--10\[ vs. \[2--5\[ : OR = 0.51, 95% CI = \[0.34--0.75\], \[10--19\[ vs. \[2--5\[: OR = 0.57, 95% CI = \[0.39--0.84\]), higher in boys compared to girls (OR = 1.50, 95% CI = \[1.16--1.94\]), in children with missing immunological data (OR = 1.76, 95% CI = \[1.17--2.65\]), in children ART-initiated for less than 6 months compared to children on ART since more than 6 months (OR = 1.74, 95% CI = \[1.06--2.85\]), and in those who had an history of malnutrition (OR = 1.73, 95% CI = \[1.34--2.23\]) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

In the adjusted analysis for age group, sex, country, immunodeficiency, malnutrition history, duration on ART and orphan status, the risk of chronic malnutrition was reduced in children aged 5--10 years compared to those aged 2--5 years (aOR = 0.61, 95% CI = \[0.38--0.99\]). On the other hand, chronic malnutrition was more likely among boys compared to girls (aOR = 1.56, 95% CI = \[1.20--2.03\]). Children who had received nutritional support within the 6 months prior to the study were more likely malnourished compared to those not receiving any support (aOR = 1.99, 95% CI = \[1.43--2.77\]) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

Factors associated with mixed malnutrition {#Sec12}
------------------------------------------

Among children suffering from mixed malnutrition, 87 % were aged more than 10 years. There were 67 % of boys, 45 % were moderately or severely immunodeficient and 32 % were at an advanced clinical stage. Furthermore, 54 % hadn't received any nutritional support during the study and 51 % hadn't received any during the 6 months prior to the study. Moreover, 12 % were recently initiated on ART and 12 % were not receiving ART (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}).

In univariate analysis, mixed malnutrition was significantly twice as low in children aged 5 to 10 years of age as in younger children (OR = 0.32, 95% CI = \[0.15--0.69\]), higher in boys compared to girls (OR = 2.50, 95% CI = \[1.61--3.88\]), as well as in children with severe immunodeficiency (OR = 3.22, 95% CI = \[2.01--5.51\]), and in children ART-initiated for less than 6 months compared to children on ART for more than 6 months (OR = 2.40, 95% CI = \[1.21--4.78\]) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

In the adjusted analysis for age group, sex, country, immunodeficiency, malnutrition history, duration on ART and orphan status, we observed lower risks of mixed malnutrition in children aged 5--10 years compared to 2--5 years (aOR = 0.34, 95% CI = \[0.14--0.84\]). Risks of mixed malnutrition were higher among boys compared to girls (aOR = 2.60, 95% CI = \[1.64--4.10\]) and among severely immunodeficient children compared to non immunodeficient children (aOR = 2.43, 95% CI = \[1.40--4.23\]) and in those on ART for less than 6 months compared to children on ART for more than 6 months (aOR = 2.54, 95% CI = \[1.17--5.55\]) (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

Discussion {#Sec13}
==========

In this cross-sectional study conducted in 2011 among 1350 HIV-infected children receiving paediatric care in 12 associations of the *Growing up Programme* in sub-Saharan Africa, we documented a high prevalence of 42 % of malnutrition, with acute, chronic and mixed malnutrition which were 9 %, 26 % and 7 % respectively. This study provides also a snapshot of the nutritional practices in field conditions. Among the malnourished children in this study, more than half of the children didn't receive any nutritional support during the study or within the 6 months prior to the study. Regarding associated factors, we report higher prevalence of malnutrition, whatever the type, among boys compared to girls. Children between 2 and 5 years had more often chronic or mixed malnutrition compared to children between 5 and 10 years. Furthermore, as a marker of HIV-disease progression, children with severe immunodeficiency or recently initiated on ART were more at risk for acute or mixed malnutrition.

Our findings show overall, a high rate of malnutrition in such a healthcare programme. Comparisons with others studies are difficult because of the differences between study population and definitions of malnutrition. Among children aged 2--5 years in our study, 45 % were stunted (chronic + mixed malnutrition) and 14 % were wasted (acute + mixed malnutrition). Compared to a cross-sectional survey conducted in Tanzania among ART-treated HIV-infected children, we observe similar results for wasting but report higher proportions of stunting \[[@CR19]\]. The prevalence of malnutrition, whatever the type, was higher than in our study for children initiating ART in Malawi, with more than half of children malnourished \[[@CR20]\]. Among children between 2 and 5 years of age, we also report similar rates of malnutrition than those in the general population of children under five years in West and Central Africa (39 % and 12 % for stunting and wasting respectively) \[[@CR2]\]. We observed that among HIV-infected children, chronic malnutrition was more frequent than other types. Indeed, because of HIV disease, these children could have underlying problems of nutrition and repeated opportunistic infections.

In our study, children aged 5--10 years suffered less from chronic or mixed malnutrition than children aged 2--5 years. We can hypothesise that the younger children were more advanced in the HIV-disease progression, and were enrolled in the programme precisely because they were more ill, causing malnutrition.

Boys were more likely to be malnourished than girls in our study. A meta-analysis of 10 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa has reported the same result among the general population of children less than five years \[[@CR21]\]. In a study conducted in Tanzania among children born to HIV-infected mothers, boys were 28 %, 40 %, and 28 % more likely to be stunted, wasted, and underweight, respectively, compared to girls \[[@CR22]\]. The reasons of this association between gender and malnutrition remain unclear and need further investigation \[[@CR23]\].

We also noticed that children severely immunodeficient were more likely to be malnourished than non-immunodeficient children, supporting the fact that malnutrition and HIV infection are linked in a vicious circle. Despite this association, we saw that overall half of the malnourished children presented no signs of immunodeficiency. For these children, malnutrition could not be explained by HIV-infection, but rather by an insufficient nutritional support. Moreover, only 30 % of malnourished children were classified at WHO clinical stage III or IV, whereas malnutrition is one of the definitions for stage III and IV for the WHO classification of HIV-related diseases \[[@CR16]\], suggesting that malnutrition is not well detected in routine.

We found also an association between recent ART initiation, marker of the HIV-disease progression and mixed malnutrition. We advise caution in interpreting this result since we are unable to access which came first, malnutrition or ART initiation. However, considering previous studies describing the benefits of ART on weight and height gain \[[@CR24]--[@CR27]\]), we hypothesise that these children were probably initiated on ART based on clinical criteria such as malnutrition. Furthermore, we found that non-ART-treated children were more likely to present acute malnutrition compared to ART-treated children.

Similarly, as a marker of malnutrition, children who received a nutritional support six months prior the survey suffered more from chronic malnutrition than those who didn't received any nutritional support. These children have probably been experiencing malnutrition problems for several months, perhaps several years, leading to chronic malnutrition, which is difficult to reverse.

In our study, orphan status was not associated with malnutrition, which is concordant with other results among HIV-infected children in sub-Saharan Africa \[[@CR28]--[@CR30]\], although other results have reported otherwise \[[@CR31]\]. In our context, we can explain our observation by the specific healthcare received by orphaned children in participating associations, reducing differences between orphans and non orphans.

We didn't find any association between cotrimoxazole prophylaxis and growth in our study, whereas other studies have reported positive effects of such prophylaxis on growth. A study conducted with the Zambian CHAP trial in HIV-infected children, who had not yet received ART, reported that cotrimoxazole prophylaxis slowed decrease in weight and height \[[@CR32]\].

This study presents several limitations. First, children included in this study had access to paediatric HIV healthcare, mostly in urban areas where the standard of care may be higher than that offered in rural areas, making results difficult to extrapolate to rural areas. Second, we excluded the children \< 2 years, because too few respected the inclusion criteria. However, this population is precisely known to be more vulnerable and having more malnutrition problems \[[@CR33], [@CR34]\]. Furthermore, since 50 % of HIV-infected children not initiated on ART die before their second birthday \[[@CR34]\], the sickest children could not have survived until the survey period, leading to a survivor bias. So, the selection of the study population is not representative of a birth cohort of HIV-infected children in sub-Saharan Africa, leading to an underestimation of the prevalence of malnutrition. Third, there are possible measurement errors in weight and height; we limited this by using a standard measurement protocol for all centres, following the WHO recommendations \[[@CR14]\]. However, peripheral oedema, sign of severe malnutrition, was not collected, despite their effect on increasing artificially weight. Furthermore, because of our definition of malnutrition (acute, chronic and mixed), 20 children with a low weight-for-age were not defined as malnourished and were misclassified in the analyses. Finally, the cross-sectional study design didn't allow to establish a causal relationship between malnutrition and explanatory variables.

Nevertheless, the study included nearly all children enrolled in the 12 participating associations of the Growing up Programme representing as best as possible HIV-infected children enrolled in HIV care programmes in West and Central Africa. Data collection was of high quality in this study context, with more than 97 % of anthropometric data available. Most of all, very few studies have reported the nutritional practices in HIV-infected malnourished children, and although practices are not detailed in our study, it highlights this gap and the need to focus on these interventions in such children. Finally, despite the possible biases that could have all underestimated the prevalence, we hypothesize that we provided a conservative estimate of the prevalence of malnutrition in a large sample size of Central and West African children, which can give us an idea of the picture of the burden of malnutrition among HIV-infected children in this region.

As a result, we report that anthropometric measurements are not enough routinely performed in the field conditions, and nutritional supplementation is not optimally used and monitored in this context. Indeed, we have seen that close to half of malnourished children didn't receive any nutritional support, before as well as during the survey, whereas a substantial part of non-malnourished children still had a nutritional support at the moment of the survey. However, taking better into account data on growth in HIV-care programmes could be major to improve long-term paediatric HIV-care.

Conclusion {#Sec14}
==========

In conclusion, the prevalence of malnutrition remains high for HIV-infected children in sub-Saharan Africa, even in an HIV care programme supposed to have a high standard of care. A better acknowledgement of this problem is needed, that should lead to a better healthcare management of HIV-infected children, with active routine anthropometric measurements easy to perform to allow an earlier detection of malnutrition leading to an appropriate nutritional package. Our study strengthens the World Health Organization recommendation on the need for a nutritional assessment and support that should be an integral part of the care plan of HIV-infected children \[[@CR35]\]. Indeed, an early detection of growth impairment could detect, for example, poor treatment response, poor adherence to treatment, and could prevent morbidity and mortality risks. Further studies about associated factors with malnutrition, such as differences in sex need to be examined more closely in prospective designs \[[@CR23]\]. Moreover, food supplementation and multivitamin use may improve the nutritional status of the children. Finally, nutritional interventions should be tailored and assessed to improve growth, especially at time of ART initiation that could lead to an optimisation of their clinical response and survival of ART-treated children.
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